Female Gladiators in imperial Rome: Literary Context and Historical Fact ABSTRACT: Female gladiators were a definite presence in Rome whose participation paralleled that of men, though the scale of this presence in frequency and number is unknown. Senatus consultum decrees from a.d. 11 and 19 confidently mark the first appearance of this phenomenon. Later literary sources (including Martial, Cassius Dio, and Juvenal) expand the evidence, but often consist of mere sentences, giving little detail. The concentration of literary mentions in the Neronian and Flavian periods is explained by two factors: one, the intent to mark a games as splendid and lavish, and two, the intent to use this luxury context to comment on past emperors and moralize on Roman society.
Among the many arresting images from the ancient world, one which seems to have particularly captured a corner of the public imagination, is the spectacle of a woman fighting as a gladiator, to the cheers of the thousands watching in the arena. The idea of the female gladiator has inspired a number of tributes and representations in modern culture, including historical fiction such as The Light Bearer by Donna Gillespie;1 cinematic portrayals such as the female chariot fighter's cameo in Gladiator,2 and The Arena3 starring Pam Grier; a bevy of Web sites dedicated to the theme of women with weapons; and more mainstream, though no less melodramatic, approaches such as the 2002 Discovery Channel special entitled Gladiatrix and nar rated by Lucy Lawless of Xena: Warrior Princess fame.
Classical scholarship has traditionally been less interested in the topic than pop culture; major works usually include only a brief men tion of women gladiators, with the consensus that the phenomenon was a marginal practice within the arena, a novelty without much to say about Roman culture or the games themselves.4 Thankfully this is changing, with the appearance in recent years of engaging articles on the topic which have expanded the body of knowledge on female gladiators. In contribution to this new effort, this paper will give a brief chronological and substantive overview of the evidence used, and argue that literary mentions of female gladiators increased in frequency along with the increase in imperial displays of luxury. General conclusions will then be drawn concerning the basic aspects of women's involvement with the arena: that female gladiators were indeed "true" gladiators; that their numbers were most likely low;
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There was no specific Latin word for a female gladiator, nor did a feminine form of gladiator (i.e., gladiatrix) exist. Ludia, the feminine form of ludio or ludius ("stage performer"), is the closest option; according to the Oxford Latin Dictionary it refers to "a female slave attached to a gladiatorial ludus."5 But it was not a very com mon word, and a PHI search reveals only six uses, three of which appear in the authors who acknowledge female gladiators. Juvenal uses it twice, once at 6.104 in connection with Eppia, the notorious noblewoman who abandoned her respectable husband and family to be the paramour of a gladiator; and again at 6.266, a more significant usage. It appears at the end of the passage on elite women gladiators: dicite vos, neptes Lepidi caecive Metelli I Gurgitis aut Fabii, quae ludia sumpserit umquam I hos habitus? quando ad palum gemat uxor Asylil6 His meaning is clear?the woman without the sword, the one not playing/fighting as a gladiator, is the ludia: the gladiator's wife.
Martial also makes this distinction at Epigrams 5.24.10, when in a description of the gladiator Hermes he notes, Hermes cura laborque ludiarum ("Hermes, the sweetheart and distress of gladiators' women"). In these cases and all others, ludia very clearly refers to a gladiator's lover, concubine, or wife, and not a woman who participates in the gladiatorial arts. Moreover, the descriptions of female gladiators in the sources always use some form or adjectival cognate of femina or mulier. So, while the OLD definition of ludia may hypothetically allow it to refer to a female gladiator, it was not used in that sense, referring instead to the followers or significant others of male gladi ators. The sources are thus clear as to the position of the ludia in relation to male gladiators, and it is not as a colleague.
Exactly when female gladiators first appeared is not known, though it seems likely that their emergence coincided with the growth in popularity of the games in general in the late Republican and Augustan eras. B. Levick believes women were first banned from the arena in 22 b.c. by Augustus in a senatus consultum which also banned equestrians and the grandsons of senators from stage and arena; she argues that even though Cassius Dio does not specifically say women fell under the ban, he makes mention of both knights and noblewomen appearing on the stage in 23 and 22 b.c, and so it is logical that women would also be prohibited from stage and arena in the ban. is sufficiently similar that they may well be referring to the same event; see Brunet (above, n.5) 150-51.
(6.246-267), while published no earlier than a.d. 115, most likely takes its inspiration from Domitian's reign as well.14 After 96, evidence is limited, a condition perhaps reflective of decreased literary production after the death of Trajan. One inscrip tion, undated but thought to come from the second half of the second century a.d., was erected by one Hostilianus, who boasts of being the first in Ostia since Rome was founded to make women fight.15 In the literary sources, only Dio provides any evidence for women gladiators post-Domitian, and that is the mention of Septimius Severus' ban in a.d. 200; strangely, while he identifies the offending event which provoked the ban as a gymnastic competition, and the participant as athletes, he states the ban was against women appearing in singl combat ([Lovo{La%eiv), a clear reference to the arena.16
In terms of archaeological evidence, in 1996 the Museum o London discovered the grave of what some believe was a femal gladiator. A team from the Museum of London excavating a Roma cemetery in Southwark found the cremated bones of a woman (th telltale pelvic bone fragment has since been lost, however) whos grave included plant and animal remnants, pinecones, melted glass, and eight ceramic lamps, three with Anubis and one with a falle gladiator;17 the mix of decorated and undecorated lamps suggests a date for the grave as c. a.d. 70-80. The find was sensationalized by the highly speculative program Gladiatrix on the Discovery Channel an the equally speculative book of the same name.18 Arguments in favor of its being a female gladiator include the presence of the lamps with a gladiator and Anubis, whom the Romans associated with Mercury a representation of whom sometimes removed bodies from the arena floor; the pinecones, which were from a stone pine, a species nativ to Italy and in Britain only found next to the London amphitheatre; and the presence of the grave on the outskirts of the cemetery, pos sibly indicating a person of outsider status, but a wealthy one, given the remains of a feast in the grave and evidence of cremation. 18 Zoll (above, n.5). 19 Zoll (above, n.5) 12-13.
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Simon Thurley, the director of the Museum, this particular combination of artifacts and burial method point inextricably to the dead woman as a female gladiator.20 Scholars should remain skeptical, however. Paraphernalia bearing the images of gladiators, like the lamp found in the grave, was very common; pocket mirrors showing gladiatorial scenes, lamps in the shape of helmets, figurines of gladiators, and numerous other everyday objects decorated with gladiatorial images were very popular across the empire.21 Moreover, if she was indeed of outsider status, a conclusion based solely on the location of her grave, her wealth does not necessarily exclude her from being anything but a gladiator. Imagining alternative scenarios, one can envision the grave's inhabitant as a wealthy freedwoman who was a big fan of gladiatorial games. Because of its speculative identity and therefore questionable relevance and reliability, this London find will not be used for the purposes of this paper.
With such a relatively small body of evidence, there are obvi ous difficulties in extracting the maximum amount of information about the historical reality of women gladiators, not least because a female presence in the arena was culturally charged; indeed, one problem with evidence of nontraditional practices such as this is that authorial biases or agendas may motivate or inform mentions of such phenomena. First looking at the problem in a broad sense, the question to be asked is, why do these particular authors address the topic? Why not other authors, and most notable in their absence, why do no Augustan authors make reference to women in the arena?
After all, the image of the noblewoman playing at gladiator would not be out of place in moralizing Augustan literature, and evidence points to female gladiators first appearing under Augustus.
The answer to that particular question might be a simple one if one accepts Brunet's argument (discussed above) that the Augustan S.C.s banning women from the arena were not inspired by any ac tual instances of women fighting as gladiators?that is, there are no Augustan references to female gladiators because there were none under Augustus. But the S.C.s were aimed at women of equestrian or senatorial status; who is to say that women of lower status were not already appearing in the arena at this point? De-link social status and the lack of references becomes more understandable; the appearance of slave or low-status women in the arena, while probably still a novelty to audiences and authors, would not be as worthy of inclusion.
So what might account for the cluster of Latin literary references centered in the period between Nero and Trajan? One answer to the why and wherefore can be found in the literary context in which fe male gladiators appear. This context did not vary significantly between genres or time periods; women in the arena, no matter what their status or purpose or ability, are consistently linked in the sources with luxury, expensiveness, and excess on both the private and state levels.
In Petronius' Satyricon, the freedman Echion waxes enthusi astic about an upcoming three-day spectacle sponsored by a local magistrate named Titus, who will include a mulierem essedariam ("a woman fighting from a chariot," 45). For Echion, the woman is a shining example of Titus' generosity and privileged status, in that he is wealthy enough to put on such lavish and special games; Titus therefore represents a position and legitimacy to which Echion aspires, but will never attain because of his freedman status.22 The woman herself is incidental?it is the sponsor of the woman who is the object of the passage. Petronius thus links female gladiators not only with spectacular games, but also with personal wealth and high social status. In this vein, Dio's account at 76 [75] .16.1 of the contests which prompted the ban by Septimius Severus emphasizes their huge scale and variety; that Severus ultimately disapproved of their display of women indicates a private sponsor for the games. Juvenal's women are negatively associated with the wealthy elite; rather than low status women who are symbolic of an elite sponsor's generosity, they are instead members of the wealthy elite themselves who, when not playing at being gladiator, tenui sudant in cyclade, quarum / delicias et panniculus bombycinus urit ("sweat in thin gowns, whose delicate skin is rubbed sore by silk scraps," 6.259-260). Female gladiators were thus representative of indulgence on the part of the wealthy elite: either the inappropriate self-indulgence of Juvenal's noblewomen, or the indulgence of sponsors in procuring expensive novelty fighters for their games. So, in private hands, female gladiators were explicitly associated with the elite, whose wealth and status allowed them to buy women for the arena, or become gladiators themselves.
As strong as these associations are, the sources link female gladiators with imperial displays of wealth and excess even more consistently than with private ones. In fact, the majority of sources have female gladiators appearing in games sponsored by the em peror, likely a result both of the imperial office's appropriation of the general right to sponsor games, and of the emperor's great wealth and associated ability to put on more costly games than the aristocracy. As previously discussed, Tacitus and Dio record that Nero used women in his games, including some of high status, and neotraditional Roman moral virtues Augustus sought to reinf society through legislation and literature also conflicted wit decadence which produced female gladiators. With the prior advertising these noble principles, authors who wished to cel imperial luxury and imperial and private sponsorship of ever fabulous spectacles were not welcome.
The change becomes apparent with Nero, whose fantastic ext gance overrode his overall wish to portray his reign in a Golden light. Petronius' Satyricon demonstrates this triumph of Neronian over Augustan morality. The Satyricon held special appeal for combining "culture, decadence, and a taste for low life,"27 of whi above-discussed mention of an essedaria in the Cena Trimalchi Augustus. In this version, the arts, and the leisure and wealth with which to pursue and cultivate in oneself these arts, are now a sourc of virtue and identity for the Roman nobility, superseding birth and acting alongside legal and political ability as an equal force.28 In thi poetics of empire, Statius casts female gladiators as one ornament i the backdrop to a new society. But Statius' praise of wealth and its expressions were more the exception than the rule. Generally speaking, luxury and decadence were negative values for Roman authors, and given that authors place women gladiators within this context?never mind the potential upset ting of gender/sex roles?one might therefore assume that references to women in the arena would be overwhelmingly negative. As has already been hinted at, however, despite female gladiators' associ tions with imperially-approved luxury, corruption, and decadence, and despite their being women in a traditionally male format performing male activities, not all references are uttered in condemnation of the women themselves. This is because an author's judgment has a direct correlation with a specific motive: status.29 It was only possible to condemn women in the arena if the women were of the senatorial or equestrian orders. In fact, sources which either identify low-status women or do not specify status are noncommittal or mildly enthus astic. Statius uses female gladiators in flattery by picking them ou as examples of Domitian's generosity in providing a splendid Sat urnalia.30 Martial Sped. 6-6b and Dio 66.25.1 both describe female bestiarii at Titus' games without invoking any wrath (indeed, Martial even comes off as somewhat impressed), with Dio also careful to note that the women were not of high status. Suetonius Dom. 4.1 and Di 67.8.4, in describing Domitian's games at his triumph, do no mor than state that women fought by torchlight. Indeed, Suetonius eve places the sponsorship of female gladiators in 4.1, at the beginning of his outline of the positive aspects of Domitian's reign (books 4-9), 28 C. E. Newlands, Statius' Silvae and the Poetics of Empire (Cambridge 2002 5-6, 29, and 117-18 . See also N. K. Zeiner, Nothing Ordinary Here: Statius as Creato of Distinction in the Silvae, Studies in Classics, ed. D. Obbink and A. Dyck (New York and London, 2005) .
29 Coleman (above, n.10) and Brunet (above, n.5) 169. 30 1.6.51-56; see also Newlands (above, n.28) 243.
Female Gladiators in Imperial Rome 205 indicating his tacit approval or at least appreciation of the pract the women involved were senatorial or equestrian, however, t of disgrace, shock, and dishonor are invoked.
The strongest of such expressions is from Juvenal's sixth sat which "is directed almost exclusively at rich women who hav all sense of the dignities and duties of their sex."31 And true, in portrait of a noblewoman training as a gladiator, he focuses o she fugit a sexu ("flees from her sex," 6.253) by publicly taki arms (returning to her femininity upon shedding her equipment parting shot, the final indignity, however, is that not even a glad wife would be seen doing such a thing (6.266-267) . In other w for Juvenal, elite women who train as gladiators and/or appear i arena betray their order to a great degree and by a method whic even the wife of a man tainted with infamia and of almost the l status possible would use; the implication is that women of extre low status possess just as much honor and dignity as senatori equestrian women gladiators (and perhaps more the five (possibly seven) occasions they describe41 in which female gladiators appear, the games were shown in Rome and sponsored by the emperor. So, events outside Rome which included female gladi ators may be underrepresented.
Other factors which might indicate or affect the scope of female participation include the novelty value of female gladiators. It is po sible that this value lay not just in sparse numbers of such women, but also in the shock of seeing a female, especially one of senatorial or equestrian status, engage in male activity with all the boldness, virtue, and skill of men?a shock that might not have worn off. Since, then, their novelty was not solely dependent upon small numbers, wome could appear in the arena more often without sacrificing that element of the unusual. On the other hand, the lack of a specific Latin term and an almost complete absence of visual representations, excepting the Halicarnassus relief, suggest that female gladiators were rare.42 In short, the conflicting evidence and messages means all that can safely be said on the numbers of female gladiators is that as gladi atorial games grew in popularity after the death of Julius Caesar, the incidence of women in the arena also rose, but never did their figures approach male participation. Third, the general picture which emerges of women's involve ment in the arena is as a microcosm of men's; in other words, th variety of gladiator types and circumstances of people entering the arena are present in both male and female participation. Sources iden tify female venatores, an essedaria, and typical gladiators in comba against other women. There is evidence for senatorial and equestrian women and men participating,43 some of whom were compelled,44 while others volunteered to fight,45 all to the same scandalized and shocked reception. Indeed, the only restriction put on women's par ticipation is that they did not fight male opponents. So, the arena too women of all statuses, as with men, and under any circumstances, as with men. In addition, some women were trained to fight. Of the noblewomen who volunteered for training in a ludus, some did no reach the arena, but others did 
